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Abstract 
 
The trust and commitment building process in the international exchange is inconclusive in 
the academic literature. Debate is on about the nature and extent of s ome factors in that 
process. This study contributes to an understanding of the process with rich data gathered 
from in-depth interviews with top managers of twelve industrial and commercial importers in 
Bangladesh. Analyses revealed a perplexing picture where some of the findings affirmed the 
theoretical assertions but others disconfirmed them with new insights. Finally, implications 
and limitations are discussed and future research directions are recommended. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
While there are different schools of thought in international business literature on the effect of 
trust and commitment, their building process as well as consequential effect is still 
inconclusive. A preliminary review also reveals that knowledge and experience gathering as 
well as trust and commitment building processes are grossly unexplored in the theoretical 
side, especially from import dependent developing country perspective. Most developing 
nations rely on imports for industrial development and satisfy consumer needs. Since 
importers provide required services to develop and maintain export market for exporting 
firms, an understanding of importers’ commitment behavior is important for exporters to gain 
relative advantage in the export marker and also important for importers to maintain long-
term relationship for import success (Kim and Oh, 2002). Therefore, this study tries to answer 
the question of drivers of trust and commitment and how do they interact each other in 
importer supplier relationship context. An exploratory qualitative research design was used to 
understand the trust and commitment building process.  
 
 
Literature Review and Tentative Research Model 
 
Cultural similarity removes any cultural barriers in communication and exchange; and that 
achieves a greater degree of closeness in understanding and relationships (Swift, 1999). This 
is due to similarity of language, level of education, business and cultural practices, and 
communication style. The theoretical inference has already been used to show that the 
transactions between culturally similar firms/markets reduce transaction costs and strengthen 
relationships between partners (Amelung, 1994). It is, however, posited in the 
internationalisation process literature that exporting firms initially target culturally similar 
markets to learn and gain knowledge and experience through better communication and 
understanding toward building commitment in their relationships (Johanson and Vahlne, 
1977; Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Vahlne and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1977). 
Researchers argue that entering countries that are culturally close reduces the level of 
uncertainty in the new market and makes it easier for firms to communicate freely and learn 
from each other quickly (Kogut and Singh, 1988; O'Grady and Lane, 1996). This indicates 
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that similar business practices and values are the impetus toward building trust between 
transacting parties through easy communication and quick learning and knowledge generating 
process.  
Economic history researchers (e.g., Boyce, 2001; 2003) explored and examined Williamson’s 
concept of  ‘communicating economies’ (1985, p. 62) to comprehend the cognitive 
framework in reducing transaction cost through communication, learning, knowledge and the  
trust building process. Further, Boyce (2003) argues that an effective communication process 
enforces and facilitates the exchange of information, which can be conveyed explicitly 
through close interpersonal communication methods such as face-to-face conversation. The 
communication process enhances learning and facilitates the knowledge acquisition process in 
generating trust and commitment in the exchange relationships for all parties’ mutual 
advantages.  
While noting the mediating role of learning, knowledge-experience and trust in the 
commitment building process, it is important to draw attention to the extant commitment 
studies. An extensive review of the extant literature revealed that nine quantitative studies 
(Coote, Forrest, and Tam, 2003; Kwon and Suh, 2004; Moore, 1998; Morgan and Hunt, 1994; 
Rodríguez and Wilson, 2002; Ruyter, Moorman, and Lemmink, 2001; Siguaw, Simpson, and 
Baker, 1998; Walter and Ritter, 2003; Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000) so far used trust as a 
mediator of commitment where seven of these studies found significant support. However, a 
recent study raised a very basic question whether commitment leads to build trust or trust 
leads to build commitment (Choi, 2004). This lack of consistency in the extant literature 
warrants further exploration. Therefore, as depicted in Figure 1, a tentative conceptual model 
has been proposed for further exploration of the commitment building process through an 
exploratory study.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: A Framework for Trust and Commitment Building Process 
 
The model exhibits t h a t  while cultural similarity facilitates communication, both 
communication and cultural similarity enhance the learning and knowledge generation 
process toward facilitating the trust building process. This ultimately influences the parties’ 
commitment in the buyer-seller relationship specifically importer’s commitment to an import 
supplier. Based on the above arguments, conceptual links are proposed to complement the 
conceptual model of this study. These conceptual links are examined with the qualitative 
information collected from the importers of Bangladesh as one of the developing countries.  
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Research Design and Sample 
 
As this research looks at the impact of cultural similarity and communication in the trust and 
commitment building process, importing firms involved with import from countries with 
similar and dissimilar cultures were considered as a major criterion of selecting a sample to 
facilitate comparability. A screening question asked the participating informant whether the 
major import supplier was from a culturally similar or dissimilar country market. A follow up 
question revealed that while the neighbouring India, Pakistan and Myanmar were considered 
culturally close markets, Malaysia was also considered culturally similar in terms of similar 
work ethics, food habits, negotiation style and religious consideration. On that basis, 
Australia, China, USA, UK and Singapore were considered by informants as culturally 
dissimilar supply markets. Also a t least two years importing relationship with the major 
import supplier was adopted so that respondents had enough time to assess the relationship 
building process. Twelve commercial and industrial importers in Bangladesh were included in 
the sample for variability and sample representation. A key informant in a selected importing 
firm was interviewed about importing relationship of the firm with the major import supplier. 
Therefore, an importing relationship of the firm was the unit of analysis rather than the firm. 
For clarity of classification, cases are categorised according to their category classification 
code in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 
Categorisation of Cases 
 
Category Code Category Description Case Identification Code 
IS1 Commercial importer for local market C1, C2, C3 
IS2 Industrial importer as distributor C4, C5 
IS3 Both commercial and industrial importer C6, C7 
IS4 Importer cum industrial user C8, C9 
IS5 Industrial user for export market C10, C11, C12 
 
 
Instrument Development, Data Collection and Analysis 
 
There are many qualitative data collection techniques but this study used in-depth interviews 
with a set of research protocol. The protocol was developed with the help of allied academics 
and utilised as a guide to obtain rich data from the relevant sources (Carter, 1999) where 
questions related to the issue of research lead to a series of follow-up questions. Every 
interview was recorded with permission except one and transcripts were used for cross case 
analysis. The analysis for this study explores the perceived mechanisms and dynamics of 
cultural similarity toward facilitating communication and learning, communication toward 
learning and the knowledge generation process, as well as the trust and commitment building 
process. The analytical approach presents the causal story and respondents’ comments on the 
determinants (Luna-Reyes and Andersen, 2003). Cross-case analysis was used for comparison 
and contrast between cases (Patton, 1990) as presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2 
Summary Report of Cross-Case Analysis based on Codes 
 
Variables and Emerged Paths Code IS1 Code IS2 Code IS3 Code IS4 Code IS5 Comments 
CULSIM ß 
à 
COMUN C1 C5 C7   Not Expected 
CULSIM à COMUN C2 C4 C6 C8, C9 C12 Expected 
CULSIM à LEKNEX C1, C2 C4, C5 C6, C7 C9 C12 Expected 
CULSIM à TRUST  C4 C6   Not Expected 
COMUN à LEKNEX C1, C2, 
C3 
C4, C5 C6, C7 C8, C9 C10, C11, 
C12 
Expected 
COMUN à TRUST  C4 C6, C7 C9  Not Expected 
COMUN à COMMIT  C5   C12 Not Expected 
LEKNEX à TRUST C1 C4 C6, C7  C11 Expected 
LEKNEX à COMMIT C2, C3 C5  C8, C9 C10, C12 Not Expected 
TRUST à COMMIT C1 C4 C6, C7  C11 Expected 
COMMIT à TRUST C2, C3 C5  C8, C9 C10, C12 Not Expected 
Legend: CULSIM = Cultural Similarity, COMMUN = Communication, LEKNEX =   Learning and Knowledge 
and Experience, TRUST = Trust, and COMMIT = Commitment 
 
 
Major Findings and Implications 
 
The major findings of the cross case analysis are synthesised in this section (in Table 2) by 
combining the emergent qualitative reasoning and by using symbolic identification of cases 
and codes in summary form. In terms of the effect of cultural similarity on communication in 
the importer supplier relationship, 50% of cases (cases 2, 4, 6, 8, 9 and 12) representing all 
categories appear to suggest that culture is a supportive factor for not only easing 
communication but also for directly influencing it. However, three cases (cases 1, 5 and 7) 
show a counter-effect of communication that helps the firms to understand each other. These 
three cases suggest that more frequent direct and indirect communication can help to reduce 
cultural barriers and maintain long-term relationships. By contrast, respondents of remaining 
three cases (cases 3, 10 and 11) rejected any effect of cultural similarity on communication or 
as a major issue in the import supply relationship. These respondents indicate that they are 
experienced enough to communicate business issues in different cultures without any intricacy. 
Two-third of the cases (cases 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9 and 12) representing all categories of importers 
supported the expectation that cultural similarity is a facilitating tool for learning as well as 
knowledge and experience gathering. Interestingly enough, the respondents from two firms 
(cases 4 and 6) perceived also a direct impact of cultural similarity on the importer trust in 
addition to its indirect effect through knowledge gathering. In contrast, respondents of  four 
other cases (3, 8, 10 and 11) found cultural similarity as a significant issue in international 
business in assisting the learning and knowledge gathering process.  
The theoretical assertion on the effect of importer-supplier communication on the learning 
and knowledge-experience gathering process received unanimous support and endorsement 
from all cases. Added to these, four of these cases (cases 4, 6, 7 and 9) acknowledged direct 
effect communication on trust; and two other cases (5 and 12) suggested its direct effect on 
importer commitment. 
In terms of the effect of learning and knowledge-experience, respondents are divided into two 
groups. While only five cases (1, 4, 6, 7 and 11) approved the theoretical expectation that 
learning and knowledge building process has a direct influence on increasing trust, majority 
of the cases (2, 3, 5, 8, 9, 10 and 12) rejected that expectation. To these majority informants, 
trust is the outcome of commitment, and commitment is developed through the proximal 
communication between parties that facilitates learning a n d  knowledge building, a n d  
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maintaining the relationship with the major supplier. As these cases explicitly suggest, 
commitment strongly mediates the effect of knowledge and experience on trust building in the 
continuing relationship. In this respect, it should be noted that the finding of case 8 appears to 
reveal an exceptional insight in terms of commitment to the supplier when it comes to the 
quality of the products. The firm was reluctant to continue with a single source throughout the 
year because of seasonal quality variation of the import items. This is congenial with the 
Mirjam et al.’s (2006) argument which suggests that perceived quality of the products are the 
insurance in the active relationship frame even when the supplier is untrustworthy. 
Notwithstanding, the firm maintains commitment and a long-term relationship with the major 
supplier on the basis of mutual understanding. Similarly, cases 9, 10 and 12 suggest that 
communication helps firms to learn and gather experience toward developing commitment, 
confidence, and, ultimately trust. Informants of the seven cases also maintain trust as an 
outcome of commitment that support Choi’s (2004) position. 
Overall, it is revealed from the above discussion that the knowledge and experience gathering 
process in the importer-supplier relationship is mostly facilitated by cultural similarity. 
However, as it was expected and emphasised, this process is supported completely by 
communication between the importer and supplier in both similar and dissimilar cultures. 
These lend support to the O'Grady’s (1996) argument that entering culturally similar markets 
reduces the level of uncertainty in that market and make it easier for firms to communicate 
proximally, freely and to learn quickly from each other (Kogut and Singh, 1988). In addition, 
most of the cases focus on the learning and knowledge development process by direct and 
indirect interaction, formal and informal training and development of professional ethos 
which support the arguments drawn from the business history literature (Boyce, 2001). 
Moreover, beyond expectation, the commitment building process is enhanced mostly by the 
knowledge and experience and partially by the trust of the supplier.  
 
 
Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research Direction 
 
The major findings are integrated in Table 2 by combining emerged qualitative reasoning and 
by using symbolic identification of cases and codes in summary form. The direct and indirect 
flow and interactions evidenced in Figure 2 show how conceptual inferences are developed in 
practice in the importer-supplier relationship. As the perceptions of the key informants 
indicated, there is no unanimous support for the theoretical arguments in the proposed trust 
and commitment building process. For example, the summarised cross-case analysis reveals 
that three cases (C1, C5, and C7) even suggested that cultural similarity is reversely 
influenced by communication towards reducing cultural impediment. These firms are 
importing from cross-cultural markets and are experienced enough in abating cultural 
obstructions through greater communication. This means that effective and frequent 
communication in the importer-supplier relationship reduces cultural barriers and strengthens 
the relationships in dissimilar cultures through cultural understanding.   
Apart from these findings, it is found that cultural similarity directly and indirectly (through 
knowledge and experience) influence the trust building process. Referring to the impact of 
communication on learning and knowledge building, the findings are consistent across cases 
to support the theoretical reasoning. However, the direct effects of communication on trust 
and on commitment are also revealed by half of the informants. The effects of learning and 
knowledge are diverted into two directions: trust and commitment, which partly deviate from 
the proposed model. While informants of five cases support the proposed learning, knowledge 
& experience   trust   commitment relationship, respondents of seven cases argued for the 
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learning, knowledge & experience   commitment   trust relationship. The overall results and 
revealed path directions are shown in the following modified qualitative model in Figure 2. 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Modified Qualitative Model Based on In-depth Data: Trust and Commitment 
Building Process 
 
Path legend:           Predicted paths            Derived new paths. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of cases support the path. 
 
It can be concluded from the above discussion that cultural similarity facilitates 
communication, the learning and knowledge building process, and also trust. Similarly, 
communication enhances the learning and knowledge generation process toward facilitating 
trust and commitment directly and indirectly. Importers’ knowledge and experience 
ultimately influences their trust and commitment to an import supplier. Finally, the qualitative 
findings revealed that trust and commitment are interrelated factors that interact with each 
other and are perceived differently by different key informants. For example, C1 noted that: 
At early stage of our relationship, I have tested my supplier’s trustworthiness on the 
basis of reliability of the product, sincerity and his promises, now I am committed to 
him. 
However, the respondent of C3 has a different perception and said: 
Although commitment and trust are complementary words in business relationship, I 
think commitment ties up the buyer and seller in the log-term relationship by doing 
some works together then trust is build up. 
The perplexing perception on the causation of trust and commitment implicates that there is 
an obvious alternative where commitment leads to building trust (Choi, 2004; Zineldin and 
Jonsson, 2000). Therefore, it is revealed that the qualitative model is only partially reinforced 
and complements the theoretical arguments that appear valid and reliable.  
While the integrated perception of the above selective importers provides fresh slant 
unfolding insight of the investigated phenomena, the limited number of participants may limit 
the generalisability of the study. The contrasted observation of importers on trust and 
commitment development process needs further validation with inclusive of variant of sample 
representations from developing and developed countries. Emphasising on the development 
of importer-supplier long-term business relationship might provide some hints for resolving 
such dilemma on which causes what.  
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